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a b s t r a c t
This study examined how adolescents evaluate bullying at three
levels of specificity: (a) the general concept of bullying, (b) hypo-
thetical peers in different bullying participant roles, and (c) actual
peers in different bullying participant roles. Participants were 163
predominantly ethnic majority adolescents in The Netherlands
(58% girls; Mage = 16.34 years, SD = 0.79). For the hypothetical
peers, we examined adolescents’ explicit evaluations as well as
their implicit evaluations. Adolescents evaluated the general con-
cept of bullying negatively. Adolescents’ explicit evaluations of
hypothetical and actual peers in the bullying roles depended on
their own role, but adolescents’ implicit evaluations of hypotheti-
cal peers did not. Adolescents’ explicit evaluations of hypothetical
peers and actual peers were different. Hypothetical bullies were
evaluated negatively by all classmates, whereas hypothetical vic-
tims were evaluated relatively positively compared with the other
roles. However, when adolescents evaluated their actual class-
mates, the differences between bullies and the other roles were
smaller, whereas victims were evaluated the most negatively of
all roles. Further research should take into account that adoles-
cents’ evaluations of hypothetical peers differ from their evalua-
tions of actual peers.
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Introduction
Bullying is a major problem in schools. It is associated with increased risks for psychosocial mal-
adjustment for both bullies and victims (Kaltiala-Heino, Rimpelä, Rantanen, & Rimpelä, 2000;
Nansel et al., 2001; Reijntjes, Kamphuis, Prinzie, & Telch, 2010). Bullying takes place when individuals
or groups repeatedly and over time attack, humiliate, or exclude victims who cannot defend them-
selves (Salmivalli, 2010; Solberg & Olweus, 2003). Bullying is a group process in which children can
have different roles (Salmivalli, Lagerspetz, Björkqvist, Österman, & Kaukiainen, 1996). In addition
to the bullies and victims, assistants actively join in by helping the bullies, reinforcers give bullies pos-
itive feedback (e.g., by providing an audience or laughing), defenders try to stop the bullying or comfort
the victims, and outsiders refrain from getting involved.
Previous studies placed much emphasis on how youths evaluate bullying behavior because this is
expected to be an important determinant of their own behavior in bullying situations (see, e.g.,
Almeida, Correia, & Marinho, 2010; Andreou, Vlachou, & Didaskalou, 2005; Boulton, Trueman, &
Flemington, 2002; Rigby, 2005; van Goethem, Scholte, & Wiers, 2010). However, children’s role in bul-
lying situations is not always in linewith their attitudes toward bullying (Salmivalli & Voeten, 2004). To
date, most studies have examined children’s evaluations of the general concept of bullying, but evalu-
ations of the specific participant roles have not been examined systematically yet. The current study
went beyond evaluations of the general concept of bullying by also examining youths’ attitudes toward
specific roles and, furthermore, how these attitudes depend on their own bullying role. When evaluat-
ing the six participant roles, evaluations of hypothetical peers may very well differ from evaluations of
actual classmates in these roles. Therefore,we compared adolescents’ evaluations of the participant role
behaviors in hypothetical situations (hypothetical peers) with their evaluations of the same behaviors
in their actual classmates (actual peers). In addition, we studied the difference between explicit and
implicit evaluations of bullying involvement by comparing explicit and implicit evaluations of hypo-
thetical peers in each bullying role. Differences between evaluations of hypothetical and actual peers
and between explicit and implicit evaluations may help us to understand why adolescents’ own bully-
ing involvement is often inconsistent with their attitudes. The results may contribute to anti-bullying
programs by increasing adolescents’ awareness of potential mismatches between their general evalu-
ations of bullying (role) behaviors and their evaluations of actual peers who engage in them.
Adolescents’ evaluations of the general concept of bullying
Most children and adolescents evaluate bullying negatively and intend to support victims of bul-
lying (Menesini et al., 1997; Salmivalli & Voeten, 2004; van Goethem et al., 2010). However, only
20% of adolescents seem to behave according to their attitude and actually defend or comfort victims
of bullying (Salmivalli, 2010). In addition, the link between adolescents’ evaluations of bullying and
their own bullying behavior is weak to moderate at best (Menesini et al., 1997; Rigby, 2004;
Scholte, Sentse, & Granic, 2010). This discrepancy may be explained by the way studies have examined
adolescents’ evaluations of bullying.
In most studies, adolescents’ evaluations of bullying were measured with the ‘‘attitude toward bul-
lying” scale (Salmivalli & Voeten, 2004; Scholte et al., 2010) or the ‘‘attitudes toward victims” scale
(Rigby & Slee, 1991). In these scales, adolescents evaluate multiple aspects of bullying such as rejec-
tion of vulnerable peers, cognitive or affective empathy toward victims, approval of pro-bullying
behavior, intervening in bullying situations, and support for victims. Answers to such items usually
are aggregated to one score assuming a one-factor scale. We define the evaluations of these aspects
of bullying in the attitude toward bullying scale as ‘‘evaluations of the general concept of bullying.”
A potential problem of those scales is that they do not take into account that adolescents may evaluate
different aspects of bullying differently.
Adolescents’ evaluations of hypothetical peers with different participant roles
Although most adolescents have negative attitudes toward the general concept of bullying, a num-
ber of them still show pro-bullying behaviors. This may be explained by adolescents’ evaluations of
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specific peers in certain bullying roles. How adolescents evaluate the bullying participant roles has
been examined by asking them to evaluate participant role behaviors in hypothetical situations
(Almeida et al., 2010; Boulton, Lloyd, Down, & Marx, 2012; Gini, Pozzoli, Borghi, & Franzoni, 2008).
Research has shown that adolescents evaluate victims more favorably than bullies (Boulton et al.,
2012) and that their attitudes toward bullies and defenders are negatively related (Almeida et al.,
2010). Adolescents also disapproved of pro-bullying behavior and endorsed prosocial behavior of
hypothetical bystanders toward victims in vignette stories (Gini, Pozzoli, et al., 2008). These results
indicate that adolescents explicitly seem to evaluate various bullying behaviors differently. However,
research has not systematically compared adolescents’ evaluations of all six participant roles. This was
done in this study, and we hypothesized that adolescents would evaluate hypothetical defenders, out-
siders, and victims more positively than hypothetical bullies.
Adolescents’ evaluations of actual peers with different participant roles
As indicated, adolescents’ explicit evaluations of different bullying behaviors have typically been
studied with hypothetical scenarios (Gini, Pozzoli, et al., 2008). In these studies, adolescents usually
were not instructed to take in mind specific peers who behaved according to each role. Thus, they
based their evaluations purely on the behavior described in the scenarios. However, adolescents
may disapprove of a behavior but still positively evaluate the peer who engages in the behavior. Ado-
lescents’ classmates not only show bullying behaviors in school but also display a range of other
behaviors that affect how their peers see them. For example, adolescent bullies and followers are seen
not only as aggressive but also as popular by their peers (Peeters, Cillessen, & Scholte, 2010; Pouwels,
Lansu, & Cillessen, 2016). They also score high on peer-valued characteristics such as leadership,
attention, and humor (Pouwels et al., 2016; Vaillancourt & Hymel, 2006). The popularity and peer-
valued characteristics of bullies and followers may compensate for their bullying behavior. Victims
also display other behaviors that are not directly related to their victim role but that affect how their
peers see them. Actual victims are often rejected, low in prosocial behavior, or reactively aggressive
(Pouwels et al., 2016). Such characteristics may reduce adolescents’ sympathetic attitudes toward
actual victims.
There is also some evidence that adolescents justify bullying when they are asked to think back to
episodes that they experienced or witnessed themselves (Hara, 2002). For example, victims are
blamed for being bullied and adolescents deny that they were harmed. Thus, although adolescents
tend to negatively evaluate bullying behavior, they may use several strategies to justify bullying in
their own classrooms (Salmivalli, 2010). Together, this suggests that the level at which bullying
involvement is specified (e.g., the construct in general, hypothetical bullying involvement, actual bul-
lying involvement) matters for its evaluation. This assumption was tested in this study by examining
adolescents’ evaluations of hypothetical peers as well as actual peers in each participant role. Evalu-
ations of hypothetical peers who just acted in line with a particular participant role in a bullying sit-
uation are assumed to reflect evaluations of the behavior related to the role. Evaluations of actual
peers that are made without prompting adolescents to think about them in bullying situations are
assumed to reflect evaluations of actual classmates in each participant role.
Implicit evaluations of different bullying participant roles
In addition to the distinction between hypothetical and actual peers, it is relevant to distinguish
explicit and implicit evaluations of bullying. Most studies have examined adolescents’ explicit evalu-
ations of the bullying roles. Explicit evaluations are controlled, deliberate, self-reported, and made
with awareness (Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2006; Strack & Deutsch, 2004). Implicit evaluations are
automatic, nondeliberate, and outside of one’s control (Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2006; Strack &
Deutsch, 2004). Implicit evaluations can be inferred from reaction time tasks such as the implicit asso-
ciation task (IAT; Greenwald & Banaji, 1995). The IAT captures a person’s automatic evaluative asso-
ciations with a certain concept of which the person often is unaware (De Houwer, 2006).
Implicit evaluations may play a role when adolescents witness bullying. According to the models
by Strack and Deutsch (2004) and Gawronski and Bodenhausen (2006), spontaneous or automatic
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reactions are more likely to be influenced by implicit evaluations, whereas controlled reactions are
more likely to be influenced by explicit evaluations. The MODE model states that motivation and
opportunity are needed to process information in a deliberative way rather than an automatic way
(Fazio, 1990; Olson & Fazio, 2009). People need to be motivated for deliberative processing. If people
are motivated, they also need to have the opportunity to act on their explicit attitudes. Because cog-
nitive resources are limited, fatigue and distraction may restrict the opportunity to process informa-
tion deliberatively. Moreover, because cognitive processing takes time, initial responses may be driven
by implicit evaluations (Olson & Fazio, 2009).
Similarly, when adolescents witness bullying, their initial response may be driven by their implicit
evaluations of bullying, victimization, and defending. For example, their implicit evaluationsmaydeter-
mine whether they initially show a facial expression that is disapproving of the bully’s behavior. After
this primary response, adolescents have time to think about their behavioral response. Motivation
and opportunity determine towhat extent adolescents’ secondary responseswill be influenced by their
explicit evaluations of, for example, the bully. Thus, whereas some adolescentsmay initially disapprove
of bullying, after a few seconds they may provide positive feedback to a bully if they are motivated to
make a positive impression on this peer andhave sufficient cognitive resources to act on thismotivation.
Research on implicit evaluations of bullying is scarce. Two studies have assessed implicit associa-
tions with the general concepts of bullying and victimization (Rosen, Milich, & Harris, 2007; van
Goethem et al., 2010). In these studies, adolescents’ experiences of victimization were associated with
stronger implicit associations of themselves with the role of victim, indicating that their victimization
may have become part of their self-concept (Rosen et al., 2007). Moreover, adolescents’ implicit eval-
uations of bullying predicted their bullying behavior when they explicitly evaluated bullying posi-
tively (van Goethem et al., 2010). These studies show that implicit associations with bullying and
victimization in general may be related to bullying, but we do not know yet how adolescents implic-
itly evaluate each bullying participant role.
There is some evidence that adolescents’ implicit evaluations of peers depend on their peers’ rep-
utations. Lansu, Cillessen, and Karremans (2012) found that popular peers, who tend to engage in
aggressive behavior and bullying (Cillessen & Rose, 2005), were positively evaluated at an explicit
level but negatively at an implicit level. This is in line with research showing that negative information
influences automatic processing more strongly than positive information (Dijksterhuis & Aarts, 2003;
Ito, Larsen, Smith, & Cacioppo, 1998). The negative characteristics of popular peers, such as their dis-
play of aggression or bullying, may affect adolescents’ implicit evaluations. The positive characteristics
of popular adolescents, such as their influence and visibility, may have a stronger impact on adoles-
cents’ explicit evaluations. In line with this, it may be that adolescents evaluate the bully role more
negatively at the implicit level than at the explicit level. We tested this assumption by comparing
explicit and implicit evaluations of hypothetical peers in each bullying participant role.
Adolescents’ own participant role involvement predicting bullying evaluations
The secondaimof this studywas to examine towhat extent adolescents’ ownbullying involvement is
associatedwith their evaluationsof bullying in general, of hypothetical peers in eachbullying role, andof
actual peers in each bullying role. Peer evaluations are drivennot only by the people being evaluated but
also by the peoplemaking the evaluations. For example, it has already been shown that victims, defend-
ers, and outsiders evaluate the general concept of bullyingmore negatively than bullies, assistants, and
reinforcers do (Pellegrini, Bartini, & Brooks, 1999; Salmivalli & Voeten, 2004). Bullying, reinforcing, or
assisting may be rewarding by obtaining higher status in the peer group (Juvonen & Galván, 2008;
Reijntjes et al., 2013). Such rewards may lead bullies and their followers to have more favorable views
of the general concept of bullying than defenders, outsiders, and victims do (Pellegrini et al., 1999).
In addition to the general concept of bullying, adolescents’ own bullying involvement also may be
associatedwith their evaluationsof theparticipant roles. The similarity/attractionhypothesis states that
people evaluate otherswhoare similar to themselvesmorepositively thanotherswhoaredifferent from
themselves (Byrne, 1971). Indeed, it has been shown that bullies evaluate the bully rolemore positively
thanvictimsdo (Menesini et al., 1997). Another studyhas shown that adolescents’ ownbullying involve-
ment also affects their implicit peer evaluations of classmates; girlswhobully negatively evaluated their
222 J.L. Pouwels et al. / Journal of Experimental Child Psychology 159 (2017) 219–241
classmates at an implicit level (Lansu, Cillessen, & Bukowski, 2013). These findings suggest that adoles-
cents’ evaluations of the participant roles may also depend on their own bullying involvement.
The current study
Most previous studies examined adolescents’ evaluations of the general concept of bullying.
Although some studies suggest that adolescents may differentiate their evaluations of adolescents
in different participant roles (Boulton et al., 2012; Gini, Pozzoli, et al., 2008), a direct comparison of
adolescents’ evaluations of the six participant roles is lacking. Adolescents’ evaluations of the partic-
ipant roles also may differ depending on whether adolescents are evaluating participant role behavior
(hypothetical peers) or their classmates who engage in these behaviors (actual peers) (Salmivalli,
2010). Therefore, the first goal of this study was to examine adolescents’ evaluations of bullying at
three levels of specificity: the general concept of bullying, hypothetical peers in each participant role,
and actual peers in each participant role. In addition to explicit evaluations, examining implicit eval-
uations of bullying is important to understand bullying behavior (van Goethem et al., 2010). Therefore,
we also examined adolescents’ implicit evaluations of hypothetical peers.
With regard to the general concept of bullying, we expected that adolescents would evaluate bul-
lying negatively (Menesini et al., 1997; Scholte et al., 2010). Regarding the explicit evaluations of
hypothetical peers in the participant roles, we expected that defenders would be evaluated most pos-
itively, followed by outsiders and then victims. Bullies and followers were expected to be evaluated
least positively (Gini, Pozzoli, et al., 2008). With regard to the evaluations of actual peers, we expected
that actual bullies and followers would be evaluated more positively than hypothetical bullies and fol-
lowers because bullying is associated with high status in the classroom during adolescence (Pouwels
et al., 2016). Actual victims were expected to be evaluated more negatively than hypothetical victims
because adolescents may blame actual victims for being bullied to justify bullying in their classroom
(Salmivalli, 2010). Finally, we expected that bullies and followers in particular would be evaluated
negatively at the implicit level because negative information has more impact on automatic processes
than positive information does (Dijksterhuis & Aarts, 2003; Ito et al., 1998).
To meet the second goal of the study, we also examined whether adolescents’ evaluations of bul-
lying varied by their own participant role involvement at each level of specificity. With regard to eval-
uations of the general concept of bullying, we expected that adolescents who are bullies, assistants, or
reinforcers would have more positive evaluations of the general concept of bullying than adolescents
who are victims, defenders, or outsiders do (Pellegrini et al., 1999; Salmivalli & Voeten, 2004). We also
expected that adolescents’ own participant role would be associated with their explicit and implicit
evaluations of hypothetical peers and their explicit evaluations of actual peers (Juvonen & Galván,
2008). In line with the similarity/attraction hypothesis, we hypothesized that adolescents would eval-
uate hypothetical and actual peers in the same role as themselves most positively (Byrne, 1971).
To address these research questions, data were collected in two phases. Phase 1 consisted of a
classroom assessment of participant role involvement and peer liking. A selection of adolescents then
participated in Phase 2. This phase consisted of an online assessment in which participants were
primed by a video where six cartoon characters were presented, each representing one bullying par-
ticipant role. Six single-target implicit association tasks (ST-IATs) then measured adolescents’ implicit
evaluations of the cartoon character in each role. Participants also explicitly evaluated each character.
Finally, they completed the Anti-Bullying Attitude Scale to measure their evaluations of the general
concept of bullying.
Method
Participants
Phase 1 was part of Wave 9 of the Nijmegen Longitudinal Study on infant and child social
development in The Netherlands (Pouwels et al., 2016; van Bakel & Riksen-Walraven, 2002) Data were
collected in 63 classrooms, ranging from the 9th to the 12th grades, in 24 secondary schools. The
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average classroom size was 26.10 (range = 13–32). Of the 1650 adolescents in the classrooms, 1477
(90%) completed all sociometric measures.
At the end of Phase 1, adolescents could indicate their interest in Phase 2 of the study. Of the 1477
adolescents, 474 (32%) expressed interest in additional information about Phase 2. We invited 284
adolescents to take part in Phase 2 based on their participant roles. We aimed for at least 50 adoles-
cents per role to have comparable group sizes and enough power to compare them on the dependent
variables. For some roles, more than 50 adolescents met the criteria. In that case, a random selection
was made among those adolescents who received nominations from a relatively high number of class-
mates. The selection process is presented in Table 1.
Of the 284 adolescents who were invited for Phase 2, 188 adolescents (66%) gave assent and their
parents gave active consent to participate. Due to technical problems, 4 adolescents were not able to
complete the online computerized assessment. Data from 16 adolescents were not included in the
analyses because they did not pass the manipulation check for the participant roles of the hypothetical
peers. An additional 3 adolescents were excluded from the analyses because they made errors in more
than 20% of the trials in the combined blocks of the ST-IATs that measured the implicit evaluations.
Another 2 adolescents, 1 bully and 1 victim, were excluded because their explicit evaluation data of
actual bullies and victims were missing. Because they were the only bully or victim in their classroom,
there were no other classmates with a bully or victim role who they could evaluate. As a result, all
analyses were conducted on a sample of 163 adolescents (87% of the Phase 2 sample). Table 2 sum-
marizes the demographics of the participants in Phase 1 and the subsample who participated in both
Phase 1 and Phase 2. The ages and ethnic compositions of the total sample and subsample were com-
parable. The percentage of girls was larger in Phase 2 than in Phase 1. Adolescents from higher edu-
cational tracks were more likely to participate in Phase 2 and were overrepresented in this study
compared with the national average (Onderwijs in Cijfers, 2014).
Procedure
In Phase 1, the participant roles of bullying and evaluations of actual peers were measured in a 50-
min classroom session using laptop computers. Two or three experimenters gave participants instruc-
tions in which they guaranteed the confidentiality of their answers and gave a definition of bullying
(Solberg & Olweus, 2003). We provided each student with a mini laptop computer from the university
to complete the assessment. We separated desks and placed partitioning screens on each desk to give
students privacy when responding to the questionnaire. See Pouwels et al. (2016) for a detailed
description of the procedure of Phase 1.
Phase 2 took place within 4 months after the classroom assessment (Minterval = 70.56 days,
SD = 20.03). This phase consisted of a 30-min online computerized assessment. We sent the link to this
assessment by e-mail, and adolescents were asked to complete the task individually in a quiet space at
home. During this assessment, we subsequently examined students’ implicit and explicit evaluations
of hypothetical peers with different bullying roles and their evaluations of the general concept of bul-
lying, followed by a daily diary part. The daily diary information was not included in the current study.
The study was approved by the institutional review board of the university. Adolescents received a
voucher of 5 euros as compensation for their participation.
Measures
Participant roles
During the classroom assessment, the participant roles of bullying were assessed with the short-
ened Participant Role Questionnaire (PRQ; Pouwels et al., 2016; Salmivalli & Voeten, 2004). Adoles-
cents were presented with 15 items describing different ways to behave in bullying situations. They
were asked to nominate classmates who fit each description. The shortened PRQ has a 3-item scale
for each participant role: bully (e.g., ‘‘Who starts bullying?”), assistant (e.g., ‘‘Who joins in the bullying
when someone else has started it?”), reinforcer (e.g., ‘‘Who comes around to watch the situation when
someone is being bullied?”), defender (e.g., ‘‘Who tries to make the others stop bullying”), and outsider
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(e.g., ‘‘Who does not take sides with anyone?”). Victimization was examined with 4 additional items
(e.g., ‘‘Who is victimized?”, ‘‘Who is victimized by being neglected or excluded?”) (Pouwels et al.,
2016). Adolescents could nominate an unlimited number of classmates and also had the option to
nominate none of their classmates.
Pouwels et al. (2016) showed that the shortened PRQ is a reliable and valid measure of the bullying
participant roles among Dutch adolescents. One item of the assistant scale was removed because Pou-
wels and colleagues found that it was not a reliable and valid indicator of assistant behavior during
adolescence. For all other items, the number of nominations received was counted for each adolescent
and standardized within classrooms to control for differences in classroom size. Aggregated mean
scores were computed for each scale and again standardized within classrooms into Z scores. Cron-
bach’s as for the scales were .87 (bully), .69 (assistant), .73 (reinforcer), .84 (defender), .78 (outsider),
and .85 (victim).
Based on the criteria of Salmivalli et al. (1996), adolescents were categorized to a participant role
when they scored above the classroommean on the corresponding scale (Z > 0). If adolescents met the
criterion for more than one role, they were categorized to the role with the highest scale score to
ensure that they were categorized to just one role. In line with previous research (e.g., Salmivalli &
Voeten, 2004), adolescents were categorized to one role so that we could directly compare students
in different roles and compare our findings with other studies. Adolescents who scored below average
on all scales were not categorized into any role.
The assistant and reinforcer scales were highly correlated (r = .61). In addition, for 15% of the par-
ticipants, their scores on the assistant and reinforcer scales differed by less than .1, indicating that they
scored equally high on both roles. These results indicated that adolescents do not always make a clear
distinction between the assistant and reinforcer roles. In addition, in eight classrooms no students or
only 1 student was categorized in the assistant or reinforcer role. Distinguishing assistants from rein-
forcers in these classrooms would result in missing data for adolescents’ evaluations of actual peers.
Therefore, like other Dutch studies (e.g., Goossens, Olthof, & Dekker, 2006), we combined assistants
and reinforcers into one follower group.
Evaluations of the general concept of bullying
Evaluations of the general concept of bullying were assessed with the attitude toward bullying
scale (Salmivalli & Voeten, 2004; Scholte et al., 2010). Adolescents rated how much they agreed with
10 statements about bullying (e.g., ‘‘Bullying may be fun sometimes,” ‘‘It is not that bad if you laugh
with others when someone is being bullied”) on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly
agree). After recoding and averaging the items, a higher scale score indicated a more positive attitude
toward bullying. Cronbach’s a was .77.
Table 1
Participants selected for Phase 2 per role.
Total
sample:
Phase 1
Interest: Phase 2 Invited: Phase 2 Participation: Phase 2 Final analyses: Phase 2
n
total
n
girls
n
total
% of total
sample
n
girls
n
total
% of total
sample
n
girls
n
total
% of total
sample
n
girls
n
total
% of total
sample
n
girls
Bully 138 51 44 32 17 30 22 10 17 12 5 15 11 4
Follower 423 133 122 29 43 83 20 26 49 12 19 41 10 17
Defender 297 220 122 41 90 66 22 48 48 16 35 47 16 34
Outsider 377 199 112 30 67 63 17 37 43 11 28 39 10 25
Victim 161 78 51 32 27 41 25 21 27 17 17 21 13 14
No role 81 32 23 28 10 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Total 1477 713 474 32 254 284 19 142 184 12 104 163 11 94
Note. We invited 1 adolescent without a role because the adolescent scored high on self-reported victimization, which was the
topic of another study.
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Evaluations of hypothetical peers with different participant roles
To examine adolescents’ evaluations of hypothetical peers with a specific participant role, we pre-
sented adolescents with a movie including two video clips with six cartoon characters, each one rep-
resenting a participant role. The fragments were partly based on the game of the KiVa anti-bullying
program (Kärnä et al., 2011). Girls saw a movie with female cartoon characters; boys saw a movie with
male cartoon characters. The movies were created with the online GoAnimate movie maker. A descrip-
tion of the video clips can be found in ‘Appendix: Description of video clips’.
We selected the cartoon characters from a pool of 15 male and 15 female characters. A pilot study
was conducted to select the most average-looking characters from the pool. Each cartoon character
was rated by 46 adolescents (20% boys,Mage = 17.67 years, SD = 1.07) on how likeable, popular, aggres-
sive, and attractive each character came across. We selected the six male and six female cartoon char-
acters who were rated most average on these measures. We randomly assigned the characters to the
participant roles. An overview of the appearance of the cartoon characters can be found in Figs. B1 and
B2 of ‘Appendix: Target stimuli and evaluative stimuli’.
Adolescents were instructed to watch the first video clip. After the clip, the participant roles of bul-
lying were explained by linking the participant roles to the cartoon characters. We also gave a descrip-
tion of the characteristics of each participant role, supported by snapshots from the video clip. After
adolescents read the instruction, they were asked to watch the video again and to pay attention to
the participant roles of the cartoon characters. Subsequently, the second clip was shown. This clip
included the same characters with the same participant roles in a different situation. After the second
clip, a manipulation check was conducted. Adolescents were asked to link the cartoon characters to
the bullying roles to ensure that they correctly associated the characters with the roles. When adoles-
cents did not fill out the manipulation check correctly, the second fragment was shown again, fol-
lowed by an additional manipulation check.
Explicit evaluations of hypothetical peers with different participant roles. To determine adolescents’
explicit evaluations of hypothetical peers in each participant role, adolescents rated each cartoon char-
acter on the item: ‘‘How much do you like someone like this cartoon character?” on a 7-point Likert
scale (1 = not at all, 7 = very much).
Implicit evaluations of hypothetical peers with different participant roles. Adolescents completed six
movie-primed ST-IATs, one for each participant role. The design of the tasks was based on the brief
ST-IAT (Bluemke & Friese, 2008). Instead of words, we used pictures of the bullying role cartoon char-
acters as target stimuli and of positive and negative objects (see ‘Appendix: Target stimuli and eval-
uative stimuli’) as evaluative stimuli. Participants were told that they were going to complete a
Table 2
Demographics of sample Phase 1 and subsample Phase 2.
Sample Phase 1 (N = 1477) Subsample Phase 2 (N = 163)
Girls (%) 48.3 57.7
Mean age (SD) (years) 16.38 (0.80) 16.34 (0.79)
School level (%)
Prevocational track education (VMBO) 18.6 11.7
Intermediate secondary education (HAVO) 36.8 31.9
College preparatory education (VWO) 44.7 56.4
Ethnicity (%)
Caucasian 81.4 81.6
Moroccan 1.6 1.2
Turkish 1.7 1.2
Surinamese 0.9 1.8
Antillean/Aruban 0.9 0.6
Other ethnic origin within Europe 5.8 3.7
Other ethnic origin outside Europe 7.2 9.2
Mixed ethnic origin 0.4 0.6
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reaction time task. They were asked to categorize pictures as quickly as possible without making
errors. To enhance their motivation, adolescents could win a voucher of 10 euros if they were the fast-
est participant with the fewest errors.
The task was programmed in Inquisit 4.0. A Java applet presented the stimuli to adolescents and
recorded their responses and response latencies in milliseconds. After participants completed the task,
the applet sent the data back to the Web server. An overview of the structure of the ST-IAT is provided
in Table 3. Adolescents started with a practice block in which they needed to categorize the positive
and negative pictures by pushing the ‘‘a” and ‘‘l” buttons on the left and right of the keyboard, respec-
tively. In the next block, in addition to positive and negative pictures, pictures of the cartoon character
with a specific bullying participant role were shown. In this first block, both the positive and cartoon
character pictures needed to be categorized with the left response button. Negative pictures had to be
categorized with the right response button. In the second block, the response buttons for the positive
and negative pictures remained the same, but the pairing of the cartoon character changed. Both the
negative pictures and the cartoon character pictures were now categorized with the right response
button. Thus, for each participant role, two combined blocks were presented (participant role + positive
stimuli and participant role + negative stimuli). Before each block, a written instruction was presented.
As a reminder, category labels were listed at the top of the screen during the task. When an error was
made, a red cross appeared on the screen. Each block consisted of 35 trials except for the practice block
(20 trials). The interstimulus interval was 250 ms. Blocks and trials were presented in a random order
out of 12 block order versions. Both the order of combined blocks (i.e., roles) and the combination of
target stimuli and evaluative stimuli (positive + target vs. negative + target) in each initial block were
counterbalanced across block order versions. Stimuli were presented in a random order within blocks.
Shorter response latencies in the participant role and positive stimuli block than in the participant role
and negative stimuli block were assumed to indicate stronger positive associations than negative
associations with that role (Bluemke & Friese, 2008).
We prepared the latencies in line with the procedure of Bluemke and Friese (2008). Data analysis
was based on correct trials; we omitted the latencies of incorrect trials. Reaction times that were too
fast (<300 ms) or too slow (>3000 ms) were replaced by these cutoff values (300 or 3000 ms). Laten-
cies were standardized to Z scores within individuals across all blocks with the exception of the prac-
tice blocks. In this way, we controlled for interindividual differences in adolescents’ response latencies
and latency variability. Latencies from the first 3 trials of each block were removed because adoles-
cents’ reaction times in these trials were considerably higher on average than in the other trials
(Z > 1). The data from 5 adolescents who made errors in more than 20% of the trials within one com-
bined block were removed. Subsequently, average latency scores were calculated for each block.
The ST-IAT effects were calculated by subtracting the average latency score of the participant role
+ positive stimuli block from the average latency score of the participant role + negative stimuli block.
Table 3
Structure of the single-target implicit association task.
Block Task description Left key concepts Right key concepts Number of stimuli
Positive Negative Role
1 Practice block Positive Negative 10 10 –
2 Initial block Positive + bully Negative 10 15 10
3 Reversed block Positive Negative + bully 15 10 10
4 Initial block Positive + assistant Negative 10 15 10
5 Reversed block Positive Negative + assistant 15 10 10
6 Initial block Positive + reinforcer Negative 10 15 10
7 Reversed block Positive Negative + reinforcer 15 10 10
8 Initial block Positive + defender Negative 10 15 10
9 Reversed block Positive Negative + defender 15 10 10
10 Initial block Positive + outsider Negative 10 15 10
11 Reversed block Positive Negative + outsider 15 10 10
12 Initial block Positive + victim Negative 10 15 10
13 Reversed block Positive Negative + victim 15 10 10
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Table 4
Correlations among evaluations of the general concept of bullying, explicit evaluations of hypothetical and actual peers, and implicit evaluations of hypothetical peers (N = 163).
General concept of
bullying
Explicit hypothetical peers Explicit actual peers Implicit hypothetical peers
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16
Explicit hypothetical peers
2. Bully .37***
3. Follower .30*** .59***
4. Defender .41*** .55*** .46***
5. Outsider .14 .07 .01 .07
6. Victim .38*** .47*** .24** .54*** .06
Explicit actual peers
7. Bully .06 .15 .07 .01 .03 .02
8. Follower .05 .10 .04 .01 .04 .07 .54***
9. Defender .14 .01 .08 .20* .09 .03 .19* .41***
10. Outsider .20** .16* .26** .31*** .13 .11 .01 .23* .38***
11. Victim .21** .02 .07 .14 .02 .13 .07 .15 .31*** .33***
Implicit hypothetical peers
12. Bully .02 .05 .11 .02 .05 .13 .12 .11 .06 .03 .04
13. Assistant .05 .10 .11 .09 .07 .08 .10 .02 .01 .07 .05 .12
14. Reinforcer .06 .03 .05 .05 .04 .20* .05 .05 .14 .10 .04 .01 .11
15. Defender .02 .06 .10 .07 .03 .01 .00 .07 .01 .02 .00 .13 .06 .11
16. Outsider .09 .11 .14 .06 .09 .01 .07 .13 .07 .02 .07 .01 .06 .09 .12
17. Victim .10 .23** .08 .02 .14 .19* .12 .11 .10 .07 .07 .05 .10 .11 .01 .11
* p < . 05.
** p < .01.
*** p < .001.
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We performed this step for each combined block, resulting in six ST-IAT effects (bully, assistant, rein-
forcer, defender, outsider, and victim). A positive score implies that an adolescent associated the role
faster with positive stimuli than with negative stimuli. This can be interpreted as a positive implicit
evaluation of the bullying participant role.
Explicit evaluations of classmates by classmates’ participant role
To determine adolescents’ explicit evaluations of peers, adolescents rated how much they liked
each classmate on a 6-point Likert scale (1 = not at all, 6 = very much). We then determined adoles-
cents’ explicit evaluations of classmates in each role by computing their mean likeability rating of
the classmates in each role. This yielded five scores for each adolescent indicating their explicit eval-
uations of classmates who were bullies, followers, defenders, outsiders, and victims.
Results
Preliminary analyses
Correlations between all study variables are presented in Table 4. Evaluations of the general con-
cept of bullying were positively correlated with their explicit evaluations of hypothetical bullies and
followers and were negatively correlated with their explicit evaluations of hypothetical defenders and
victims and of actual outsiders and victims. Explicit evaluations of hypothetical and actual defenders
were significantly positively correlated. For the other roles, evaluations of hypothetical and actual
peers with the same role were not significantly associated. Implicit evaluations were not significantly
correlated with most explicit evaluations.
A series of t tests were run to examine gender differences in all study variables. We used a Bonfer-
roni correction to control for multiple testing. Boys viewed the concept of bullying more positively
than girls did, t(125.89) = 3.87, p < .001. Explicitly, boys evaluated actual followers more positively
than girls did, t(161) = 3.92, p < .001. Implicitly, girls evaluated hypothetical victims more positively
than boys did, t(145.01) = 3.21, p = .002.
Evaluations of bullying
We ran separate analyses for each type of evaluation: general concept of bullying, explicit evalua-
tion of hypothetical and actual peers, and implicit evaluation of hypothetical peers. In previous stud-
ies, girls evaluated bullying more negatively and evaluated supportive behavior toward victims more
positively than boys did (Menesini et al., 1997; Rigby, 2005). Unfortunately, it was not possible to test
whether gender moderated our expected associations because the numbers of participants in the bully
and victim roles were small and the sizes of the ‘‘boy bully” (n = 11), ‘‘boy victim” (n = 7), ‘‘girl bully”
(n = 4), and ‘‘girl victim” (n = 14) cells were too small for moderation analyses. Therefore, rather than
testing moderation, we controlled for gender.
Evaluation of the general concept of bullying
The overall mean indicated that adolescents had a negative attitude toward bullying (M = 1.76,
SD = 0.54). To examine whether this evaluation differed depending on adolescents’ bullying participa-
tion role, an analysis of variance (ANOVA; Own Participant Role: bully, follower, defender, outsider, or
victim) was run on adolescents’ evaluations of the general concept of bullying. Adolescents’ own par-
ticipant role was not significantly related to their evaluation of the general concept of bullying, F
(4,157) = 0.90, p = .47, gp2 = .02.
Explicit evaluation of hypothetical versus actual peers with different participant roles
A 5 (Target Participant Role: bully, follower, defender, outsider, or victim)  2 (Target Type: actual
or hypothetical)  5 (Own Participant Role: bully, follower, defender, outsider, or victim) repeated
measures ANOVA was conducted on adolescents’ explicit evaluations of hypothetical and actual peers.
Target participant role and target type were within-participant factors allowing direct comparisons
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between the target participant roles and between hypothetical and actual targets. The scales for the
evaluations of actual and hypothetical peers had the same anchors, but the numbers of scale points
varied; actual peers were rated on a 6-point scale, and hypothetical peers were rated on a 7-point
scale. The difference was caused by the fact that the actual peer ratings were part of the larger longi-
tudinal study that included other 6-point ratings, and an effort was made to keep all rating scales con-
sistent for the participants. To make the measures comparable, we recoded the ratings of hypothetical
peers from a 7-point scale to a 6-point scale. The anchors were rescaled from 1–7 to 1–6, and the inter-
vals between the scale points were rescaled from 1 to 5/6.
In the ANOVA, Mauchley’s test indicated that the assumption of sphericity was violated for target
role, v2(9) = 116.09, p < .001, and for the interaction between target type and target role, v2(9)
= 101.49, p < .001. Therefore, Greenhouse–Geisser corrections of degrees of freedom were used
(e = .71). Results are presented in Table 5.
First, we examined whether adolescents differentiated their explicit evaluations by the target
peers’ participant role and whether these evaluations further depended on the type of target (hypo-
thetical or actual peers). This was the case, as indicated by a significant Target Role  Target Type
interaction, F(2.86,448.74) = 243.12, p < .001, gp2 = .61.
To interpret the interaction, we first examined the multivariate effects of target role for hypothet-
ical and actual peers separately. The multivariate effect for hypothetical peers was significant, F
(4,154) = 306.84, p < .001, gp2 = .89. Bonferroni post hoc comparisons showed that adolescents explic-
itly evaluated a hypothetical defender more positively than all other characters. Adolescents also eval-
uated the victim character more positively than the outsider, which was evaluated more positively
than the follower, which was evaluated more positively than the bully.
The multivariate effect of actual peers (classmates) also was significant, F(4,154) = 39.00, p < .001,
gp2 = .50. Bonferroni post hoc comparisons showed a different pattern for adolescents’ explicit evalua-
tions of actual peers than for those of hypothetical peers. Actual peers who were defenders and out-
siders were evaluated more positively than all other roles. Whereas hypothetical followers were
evaluated more positively than only bullies, actual followers were evaluated more positively than both
bullies and victims. Actual victims were evaluated as negatively as actual bullies.
We also compared adolescents’ evaluations of hypothetical and actual peers for each role. These
multivariate tests showed that hypothetical bullies, followers, and outsiders were evaluated signifi-
cantly more negatively than their actual counterparts. In contrast, hypothetical defenders and victims
were evaluated significantly more positively than their actual counterparts.
Second, we examined whether adolescents’ evaluations of hypothetical and actual peers further
depended on their own role. Indeed, there was a significant interaction of target role, target type,
and own role, F(11.43,448.74) = 3.02, p = .001, gp2 = .07. To understand the interaction, we first exam-
ined the univariate effect of own role on the evaluations of hypothetical peers. There were no signif-
icant effects of own role on the explicit evaluations of the hypothetical bully, follower, outsider, and
victim characters. There was a significant effect of own role on the explicit evaluations of the hypo-
thetical defender character (see Table 5). Bonferroni post hoc comparisons showed that adolescents
who were defenders and outsiders themselves evaluated the defender character more positively than
adolescents who were followers did. Adolescents who were bullies and victims did not differ from
adolescents in the other roles in their evaluations of the hypothetical defender.
We also examined the univariate effect of own role on the evaluations of classmates (i.e., actual
peers) in each role (see Table 5). In contrast to the evaluations of hypothetical peers, adolescents’ eval-
uations of classmates who were bullies, followers, outsiders, and victims did depend on their own role,
whereas their evaluations of actual defenders did not. Bonferroni post hoc comparisons revealed that
classmates who were bullies or followers were evaluated more positively by adolescents who were
followers themselves than by adolescents who were defenders, outsiders, or victims. Adolescents
who were bullies did not differ from other adolescents in their evaluations of classmates who were
bullies or followers. Whereas there was a significant main effect of own role on the evaluations of
actual outsiders, Bonferroni post hoc comparison tests did not show significant differences between
adolescents who themselves had different participant roles. Finally, victims were evaluated more
positively by adolescents who were followers, defenders, outsiders, and victims themselves than by
adolescents who were bullies.
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Table 5
Explicit evaluations of actual and hypothetical peers by classmates’ participant role and adolescents’ own participant role.
Own participant role F(4,157) gp2
Total
(N = 163)
Bully
(n = 15)
Follower
(n = 41)
Defender
(n = 47)
Outsider
(n = 39)
Victim
(n = 21)
M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD
Cartoon character’s participant role
Bully 1.38 0.85 1.56 1.03 1.59 1.11 1.20 0.47 1.21 0.63 1.60 1.09 1.39 .03
Follower 2.08 0.76 2.44 0.74 2.10 0.94 1.98 0.65 2.03 0.65 2.13 0.81 0.60 .02
Defender 5.48 0.79 5.50a,b 0.69 5.07b 1.11 5.66a 0.59 5.76a 0.43 5.37a,b 0.69 4.86
** .11
Outsider 4.07 0.88 4.33 1.14 3.93 0.84 4.03 0.70 4.18 0.95 4.06 1.00 0.95 .02
Victim 4.49 1.03 4.33 1.14 4.11 1.18 4.71 0.88 4.72 0.91 4.45 1.00 1.82 .04
Classmates’ participant role
Bully 3.57 1.33 4.12a,b 1.34 4.29a 1.27 3.23b 1.35 3.31b 1.15 3.01b 1.04 5.93
*** .13
Follower 4.03 0.85 4.44a,b 0.48 4.52a 0.73 3.88b 0.92 3.81b 0.77 3.56b 0.78 6.00
*** .13
Defender 4.44 0.75 4.36 0.62 4.36 0.80 4.66 0.67 4.39 0.85 4.27 0.68 1.56 .04
Outsider 4.33 0.69 4.01 0.78 4.24 0.75 4.41 0.69 4.57 0.64 4.14 0.45 2.85
* .07
Victim 3.61 1.02 2.68b 1.12 3.69a 1.07 3.63a 0.97 3.54a 0.78 4.24a 0.88 6.16
*** .14
Note. Means within rows that do not share a subscript were significantly different between adolescents with a different participant role in a Bonferroni post hoc comparison test. Means
that are underlined differed significantly between hypothetical peers (cartoon character) and actual peers (classmates) in a Bonferroni post hoc comparison test.
* p < .05.
** p < .01.
*** p < .001.
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We examined multivariate simple effects to determine whether hypothetical and actual peers in
each target role were seen differently by adolescents in each role. Significant differences between
hypothetical and actual peers are underlined in Table 5. Hypothetical bullies and followers were eval-
uated more negatively than actual bullies and followers by adolescents in all roles. Hypothetical
defenders were evaluated more positively than actual defenders by all adolescents. Hypothetical out-
siders were evaluated more negatively than actual outsiders by adolescents who themselves were
defenders or outsiders. Hypothetical victims were evaluated more positively than actual victims by
all adolescents except adolescents who themselves were victims.
In summary, although adolescents evaluated both actual and hypothetical defenders more posi-
tively than the other roles, hypothetical defenders were evaluated more positively than actual defend-
ers. Hypothetical victims also were evaluated more positively than actual victims. And although actual
and hypothetical bullies and followers were evaluated more negatively than the other roles, actual
bullies and followers were evaluated more positively than hypothetical bullies and followers. Adoles-
cents’ evaluations of actual peers in all roles except defenders depended on their own role, whereas for
hypothetical peers only the evaluations of the defender role depended on adolescents’ own role.
Implicit evaluation of hypothetical peers with different participant roles
Adolescents’ explicit and implicit evaluations were not directly comparable because they were
examined through different tasks with noncomparable metrics. For adolescents’ implicit evaluations
of hypothetical peers, therefore, we conducted a separate 6 (Target Participant Role: bully, assistant,
reinforcer, defender, outsider, or victim)  5 (Own Participant Role: bully, follower, defender, outsider,
or victim) repeated measures ANOVA with target participant role as a repeated measures factor. The
correlation between implicit evaluations of the assistant and reinforcer cartoon character was low.
Therefore, we separated implicit evaluations of the assistant and reinforcer target in the analysis, in
contrast to the analysis regarding adolescents’ explicit evaluations.
There was a significant effect of target participant role, F(5,785) = 4.96, p < .001, gp2 = .03. Adoles-
cents implicitly evaluated the defender cartoon character significantly more positively than the assis-
tant, reinforcer, and victim characters (see Table 6).
Finally, we examined whether adolescents’ implicit evaluations of hypothetical peers with differ-
ent participant roles varied by their own participant role. There was no significant interaction between
cartoon character role and own role for implicit evaluations.
In summary, adolescents evaluated the defender role most positively both explicitly and implicitly.
Adolescents made differences between the other roles only in their explicit evaluations, not in the
implicit evaluations. In addition, unlike their explicit evaluations, adolescents’ implicit evaluations
of hypothetical peers did not depend on their own role.
Discussion
To gain more insight into the association between bullying involvement and bullying evaluations,
this study extended previous research beyond evaluations of the general concept of bullying and
Table 6
Implicit evaluations of participant role cartoon characters by adolescents’ own participant role.
Own participant role F(4,157) gp2
Total
(N = 163)
Bully
(n = 15)
Follower
(n = 41)
Defender
(n = 47)
Outsider
(n = 39)
Victim
(n = 21)
M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD
Cartoon character’s participant role
Bully .03 .38 .04 .54 .02 .36 .02 .31 .07 .39 .09 .44 0.44 .01
Assistant .00 .35 .13 .50 .07 .31 .01 .35 .01 .30 .00 .36 0.94 .02
Reinforcer .00 .34 .15 .25 .01 .35 .07 .41 .02 .30 .04 .29 0.91 .02
Defender .14 .35 .05 .34 .14 .37 .16 .36 .14 .36 .19 .23 0.33 .01
Outsider .08 .35 .13 .43 .03 .39 .08 .32 .12 .33 .17 .34 1.28 .03
Victim .01 .35 .12 .31 .02 .37 .03 .32 .02 .37 .07 .38 0.28 .01
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hypothetical bullying situations. We examined adolescents’ evaluations of bullying at three levels of
specificity: the general concept of bullying, hypothetical peers with a specific participant role, and
actual peers with a specific participant role. For hypothetical peers, we examined both explicit and
implicit evaluations. For each level of specificity, we also examined whether adolescents’ evaluations
of bullying varied by their own participant role.
Adolescents’ evaluations of the general concept of bullying
We first examined adolescents’ evaluations of the general concept of bullying. Based on Salmivalli
and Voeten’s (2004) study, we expected that the general concept of bullying would be evaluated more
positively by bullies and their followers than by others. However, adolescents’ evaluations of bullying
did not depend on their own role; all adolescents evaluated the general concept of bullying equally
negatively. Could this be an example of moral hypocrisy? People often do not practice what they
preach (Stone & Fernandez, 2008). In this study, bullies and followers endorsed the moral standard
that bullying is bad but denied this view in their own behavior. Alternatively, socially desirable
answering may be at play (Scholte et al., 2010). The fact that adolescents evaluated bullying negatively
is in line with previous research (Boulton et al., 2012; Menesini et al., 1997; Scholte et al., 2010) and
fits with Scholte et al. (2010) assumption that adolescents’ bullying attitudes become more approving
until early adolescence but then become less positive again when adolescents get older.
Evaluations of hypothetical versus actual peers with different bullying participant roles
Second, we examined adolescents’ evaluations of hypothetical peers with different participant
roles. Based on Gini, Pozzoli, et al. (2008), we expected that adolescents would evaluate hypothetical
peers in pro-bullying roles relatively negatively and would evaluate hypothetical peers in the defender
role relatively positively. This was confirmed; the more engaged hypothetical peers were in bullying
behavior, the more negatively they were evaluated. A hypothetical peer who tried to stop bullying (a
defender) was evaluated most positively. Adolescents’ explicit evaluations of hypothetical peers in the
participant roles were in line with their evaluations of the general concept of bullying.
We also examined adolescents’ evaluations of actual peers in each participant role. As expected,
adolescents liked classmates in defender and outsider roles more than classmates in bully, follower,
and victim roles. Moreover, adolescents’ explicit evaluations of the participant roles differed between
hypothetical and actual peers. In terms of absolute scores, hypothetical bullies and followers clearly
were least liked by all adolescents, but actual bullies and followers were not as strongly disliked as
the other roles. The difference may be explained by different associations with hypothetical versus
actual bullies. In the movie clips, the emphasis was on the negative characteristics of bullies such
as their aggression. In real life, bullying is also related to positively valued status and behavioral char-
acteristics. For example, adolescent bullies and followers score high on peer-valued characteristics and
popularity (Pouwels et al., 2016; Vaillancourt, Hymel, & McDougall, 2003). Although adolescents may
disapprove of bullies’ aggression, they may value some of their other characteristics, such as good
looks, athleticism, status, and leadership skills, which may compensate for their aggression
(Pouwels et al., 2016; Vaillancourt et al., 2003).
There was also a difference in the evaluations of victims, with hypothetical victims being liked
more than actual victims. Specifically, hypothetical victims were liked less than defenders but more
than outsiders, bullies, and followers. In contrast, actual victims were as disliked as bullies in their
classroom. Although adolescents may disapprove of bullying and feel sorry for victims in general, they
seem to tolerate or even approve of the bullying of certain victims. They might blame victims and
believe that they deserve their plight because of their personalities or behavior (Hara, 2002). This idea
is supported by studies showing that adolescents tend to hold victimized classmates personally
responsible for their situations (Schuster, 2001; Teräsahjo & Salmivalli, 2003). Alternatively, it may
be adaptive for adolescents to separate themselves from victimized classmates. Dissociation from vic-
tims might reduce their own risk of moving down the status hierarchy (Juvonen & Galván, 2008). That
fear is not unrealistic; victimization leads to increased rejection over time (Hodges & Perry, 1999).
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Although all adolescents evaluated the general concept of bullying negatively, their evaluations
of hypothetical and actual others in different roles depended on their own role. Followers evalu-
ated a defender cartoon character less positively than defenders and outsiders did, whereas bullies
did not differ from any other role. Because defenders hinder bullying, one could expect that both
bullies and followers would evaluate defending behavior less positively than other adolescents
would. The fact that this pattern was found only for followers, but not for bullies, may be due
to socially desirable answering by bullies. Another explanation is that bullies sometimes defend
each other and, thus, may sometimes also benefit from defending behavior (Huitsing, Snijders,
van Duijn, & Veenstra, 2014). The evaluations of the other cartoon characters did not depend on
adolescents’ own role.
The evaluations of actual peers in different participant roles also depended on adolescents’
own role. Classmates who were bullies or followers were evaluated more positively by adoles-
cents who were followers themselves than by adolescents who were defenders, outsiders, and
victims. Peers tend to affiliate with classmates who behave the same way as themselves in bul-
lying situations (Huitsing & Veenstra, 2012; Salmivalli, Huttunen, & Lagerspetz, 1997) and, there-
fore, may like them more (Byrne, 1971). Classmates in a victim role were evaluated more
negatively by bullies than by adolescents in other roles (including followers). Together, these find-
ings suggest that followers may participate in bullying because they are affiliated with or want to
affiliate with bullies (Olthof & Goossens, 2008), whereas bullies may strategically use aggression
on victims they dislike.
Implicit evaluations of hypothetical peers with different bullying participant roles
At the implicit level, adolescents evaluated the defender role more positively than the victim, assis-
tant, and reinforcer roles. In contrast to our hypothesis, adolescents made no further distinction in the
evaluations of the other roles. Moreover, contrary to adolescents’ explicit evaluations, their implicit
evaluations of the roles were not affected by their own role. This indicates that, overall, all adolescents
implicitly evaluated the defender role positively. This may be explained by the fact that youths are
taught that it is good to help others in trouble. Adolescents who have heard this message many times
may have formed automatic positive associations with defending. The positive implicit association
with defending might not be formed only through teaching. Children are already born with a sense
of moral goodness—a tendency to feel empathic concern for others and to help them despite potential
personal costs (Hamlin, 2013). In line with this, there is some evidence that moral judgment can be the
result of multiple systems. In addition to cognitive systems that enable conscious reflection, intuitive
affective systems also play a role in moral reasoning (Cushman, Young, & Hauser, 2006; Greene,
Nystrom, Engell, Darley, & Cohen, 2004). Consequently, one would expect adolescents to have negative
implicit associations with bullies. Because adolescents’ implicit evaluations of bullies did not differ
from their evaluations of the other roles, more research on this association is needed.
Implicit evaluations are likely to influence automatic behavior (Fazio, 1990; Gawronski &
Bodenhausen, 2006). This theory is supported by research on prejudice that shows that people’s impli-
cit attitudes toward minority groups predict unfriendly behavior toward and keeping a distance from
minorities (Dotsch & Wigboldus, 2008; McConnell & Leibold, 2001). Moreover, implicit interpersonal
evaluations are related to friendly behavior in a group discussion task and to behavior in an online
ball-tossing game, beyond explicit evaluations (Krause, Back, Egloff, & Schmukle, 2014). More research
is needed on how adolescents’ peer evaluations are related to their social interaction with these peers.
Adolescents’ automatic initial response to bullying is likely driven by their implicit evaluations of
defending when they do not have much opportunity to think their response through. However, only
some adolescents seem to behave in accordance with their implicit evaluations and actually intervene
in bullying (Salmivalli, 2010). When adolescents have more time or opportunity to think about their
response, they may choose to act on other more explicit attitudes and considerations (Olson & Fazio,
2009). They could, for example, refrain from defending because of its anticipated costs—to become the
next target of bullying (Pöyhönen, Juvonen, & Salmivalli, 2010).
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Limitations and suggestions for further research and practice
This study has some limitations. First, we only controlled for gender in the analyses and were not
able to test whether the effects were different for boys and girls due to the limited sample size in
Phase 2. Previous research has shown that girls evaluate pro-bullying behavior more negatively than
boys do (Boulton et al., 2012; Menesini et al., 1997). Future studies on adolescents’ evaluations of the
bullying participant roles should further examine gender differences.
Second, hypothetical and actual peers were contextualized in a different way before they were
evaluated. Cartoon characters were evaluated after they behaved in line with their role in a bullying
scenario. In contrast, actual peers were evaluated without reference to their behavior in bullying sit-
uations. We do not know to what degree the differences between actual and hypothetical peers were
due to the contextualization of their behavior rather than their real-life status. A suggestion for further
research is to examine how adolescents evaluate actual peers when they are asked to consider how
their real-life peers behave in bullying situations.
Third, the roles of actual peers were derived from nominations aggregated across all peers. Not all
adolescents who evaluated a peer in a certain role actually nominated that peer for that particular role.
For example, we did not examine at the dyadic level whether adolescents who evaluated actual bullies
relatively positively also personally named them as bullies. Further research could address this issue
by taking dyadic nominations into account.
Beyond these limitations, several suggestions can be made for further research. Just as at the expli-
cit level, there may be a discrepancy between the evaluations of hypothetical and actual peers at the
implicit level. Examining implicit evaluations of actual peers was beyond the scope of this study
because the paradigm is very time-consuming. Implicit evaluations of classmates with specific roles
may be examined in future studies by means of an approach avoidance task (Lansu et al., 2013).
Names or pictures of classmates could then be the target stimuli. By matching the participant roles
with the implicit evaluative responses of the peers, implicit evaluations of classmates in each partic-
ipant role could be examined.
In this study, classroom attitudes and normative beliefs of bullying were not examined because a
subsample from each classroom participated in Phase 2. During adolescence, classroom norms of bul-
lying predicted adolescents’ individual bullying, reinforcer, and defender behavior after controlling for
individual attitudes (Salmivalli & Voeten, 2004; Scholte et al., 2010). Additional studies of adolescents’
evaluations of the participant roles of bullying at the individual level, as well as at the classroom level,
are needed. Such studies could further extend our knowledge of the evaluations of bullying participant
roles at different levels.
Students could be categorized to just one role based on the criterion we used, with the advantage
that we could directly compare how these roles differed from each other. However, in real life, some
youths are involved in multiple roles (Goossens et al., 2006). We did not take adolescents’ secondary
role into account because of the relatively small number of students in each role. Future research
needs to examine the evaluations of bullying among adolescents with multiple roles. Another related
limitation is that assistants and reinforcers were combined into one group to increase its sample size,
a procedure that has been used before (e.g., Goossens et al., 2006). Although these scales were highly
correlated, there may have been some differences between these two roles that we were not yet able
to examine.
The findings of this study may help us to understand why adolescents do not always behave
according their general bullying attitudes. Adolescents’ evaluations of the bullying roles depended
on whether they evaluated hypothetical or actual peers. This raises the possibility that studies on ado-
lescents’ bullying evaluations by means of general concepts or hypothetical vignettes cannot be trans-
lated to real-life interactions with peers. The current study has raised important questions about the
ecological validity of general self-reported measures of attitudes and hypothetical vignettes. Hypo-
thetical paradigms have been used in a wide range of developmental studies, for example, to examine
hostile attributions of intent in ambiguous situations, emotional responses to interactions, and
intended behavioral reactions to social situations (see, e.g., Crick & Dodge, 1996; Graham & Hoehn,
1995). A next step is to develop paradigms that involve actual peers.
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The current findings might contribute to the refinement of anti-bullying programs. Many anti-
bullying programs aim to change adolescents’ attitudes toward bullying in such a way that adoles-
cents become more disapproving of bullying (Olweus, 1994; Salmivalli, Kaukiainen, & Voeten, 2005;
Smith & Ananiadou, 2003; Ttofi & Farrington, 2011). However, this study demonstrates that adoles-
cents already have a relatively negative attitude toward bullying behavior. Moreover, all adolescents,
regardless of their own role, had relatively positive explicit and implicit associations with defending
behavior. Already at an automatic level, youths see defending as positive. Anti-bullying programs do
not need to convince youths that defending is the right thing to do. Instead, they may rather focus on
the factors that are needed to effectively defend victims such as empathy and a sense of self-efficacy
(Gini, Albiero, Benelli, & Altoe, 2008; Pöyhönen et al., 2010).
It may also be helpful to show adolescents the discrepancy in their evaluations of hypothetical and
actual peers; they seem to evaluate hypothetical peers who are victimized less negatively than actual
peers who are victimized. From a cognitive dissonance perspective, this discrepancy may be the result
of inconsistent beliefs (Gawronski, 2012). Youths may disapprove of bullying, on the one hand, but
may have a positive impression of bullies, on the other. There are different ways to resolve cognitive
dissonance. Youths’ motivation to believe in the truth of their desired beliefs may affect how they
resolve this inconsistency (Gawronski, 2012). When youths are strongly motivated to maintain a pos-
itive impression of bullies, they may resolve the inconsistency by justifying bullies’ behavior by hold-
ing their classmate victims responsible for being bullied (Hara, 2002; Hymel, Schonert-Reichl,
Bonanno, Vaillancourt, & Rocke Henderson, 2010). As a result, they may evaluate actual victims more
negatively than hypothetical victims.
This is not the only way to resolve the inconsistency; adolescents may also question their positive
impression of bullies. To motivate adolescents in this way, they could be encouraged to reflect on the
difference in their evaluations of actual and hypothetical bullies. As a result, they may become more
motivated to solve the inconsistency by negatively evaluating all bullying incidents (Fox, Elder, Gater,
& Johnson, 2010). Many interventions aim to enhance youths’ empathic skills (Ttofi & Farrington,
2011), which may help them to understand and experience what their victimized classmates feel
(van Noorden, Haselager, Cillessen, & Bukowski, 2015). This may lead to more favorable evaluations
of actual victims and more negative evaluations of actual bullies that may reduce pro-bullying behav-
ior and increase defending.
Conclusion
This study shows that adolescents, regardless of their own participant role, evaluate the general
concept of bullying negatively. Both explicitly and implicitly, hypothetical peers with a defender role
were evaluated most positively. Adolescents’ own role affected their explicit evaluations of actual
and hypothetical peers, but not their implicit evaluations of hypothetical peers. These results imply
that future research on bullying attitudes must take adolescents’ own participant role into account.
When adolescents evaluated hypothetical peers, bullies were evaluated negatively by all classmates
and victims were evaluated more positively than the other roles. However, when adolescents eval-
uated their own classmates, the differences between bullies and followers and the other roles were
smaller and victims were evaluated as negatively as bullies. Therefore, further research should take
into account that adolescents’ evaluations of actual peers differ from their evaluations of hypothet-
ical peers.
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Appendix: Description of video clips
Two video clips were presented. Text balloons were used to clarify the communication between the
characters. Clips with male characters were shown to boys; clips with female characters were pre-
sented to girls. A description of the male version of the clips is given below.
The first video clip was a bullying situation in which the victim entered the school canteen and
ordered a drink. He then sat down with two peers, the bully and the assistant, after which the bully
took the initiative to sit somewhere else because he did not want to sit with peers who are ‘‘not socia-
ble.” The assistant walked with the bully. When the bully and assistant had joined two other peers in
the school canteen, they started to miscall the victim and to point at him. The reinforcer encouraged
the bully by laughing. The victim looked unhappy but did not do anything. After a while, the defender
intervened by getting angry with his peers. He walked to the victim and tried to comfort him. The out-
sider was present in the school canteen but stayed out of the situation.
The second video clip was situated in the hallway at school. At the beginning of the clip, the victim
entered the hallway and walked to his locker. Next to his locker, the bully and assistant talked to each
other. The victim got a book out of his locker. Then, the bully and assistant noticed the victim and the
bully compelled the victim to give the book to him. When he got the book in his hands, the bully
started ridiculing the victim for reading such a book. The assistant joined the bully. The reinforcer
started laughing at and pointing at the victim. The bully threw the book on the ground and stepped
on the book. The victim started crying. Then, the defender intervened in the situation and threatened
to call the teacher. The bully decided to leave the locker area, and the assistant walked away together
with the bully. The defender tried to comfort the victim. The outsider was present in the hallway but
stayed out of the situation.
Appendix: Target stimuli and evaluative stimuli
See Figs. B1–B4.
Fig. B1. Target stimuli for boys. Note. All stimuli were presented in color in the single-target implicit association task (ST-IAT).
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Fig. B2. Target stimuli for girls. Note. All stimuli were presented in color in the single-target implicit association task (ST-IAT).
Fig. B3. Negative evaluative stimuli. Note. All stimuli were presented in color in the single-target implicit association task (ST-
IAT).
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